I n the occupational structure of our society, various trends and factors have had an effect on women and their work . Women seeking careers in traditionally feminine fields of employment, as well as women aspiring to careers in nontraditionally feminine fields, have been influenced by the culture of our society. Th is discussion reviews the entry of women into occupations, and attempts to show how nursing as a traditionally feminine field is adapting to cultural trends.
IDEOLOGY
In his discussion of women and the ir work in America, Robert Smuts looks at the values and the attitudes regarding women 's work from about 1890 to the 1950s. He stated, " .. . that changes in women's work have been profoundly influenced by what people have thought and felt about work and about women .'" The fact that the preva iling attitudes at the turn of the century were that a woman's first duty was to bear and rear ch ildren affected the nature of woman's place in the world of work. As a result, sex differences emphasizing physical, emotional and mental qualifications, which women were said to be lacking, were determined as being necessary for success in most jobs. It was the primary intent to keep women in the home in order to maintain the inherent integ rity of the family. Furthermore, the work atmosphere was thought to be a morally perilous degrading place for women, which further threatened fem ininity and fam ily life.
There were, on the other hand , the early feminists advocating the right for women to be employed. They viewed it as an essential quality of human beings, significant to individual self-determination. However, these feminists capitalized on the feminine stereotyping of compassion, spirituality and moral sensitivity as being particularly suitable for positions such as teachers, nurses, typists, bookkeepers, sales clerks and editors of women's pages. These same fem inists emphasized feminine characteristics as being needed in medicine, law, business and government.
Even though women had been in the labor force in varying numbers for quite some time , it was not until World War I and especially World War II that women, of necessity, entered the labor force in even greater numbers. Since World War II a woman's choice to go to work has met with less opposition than it did in 1890. The extreme threat that women's work posed to the family was alleviated even more by attitudinal changes taking place in the 1950s.
However, the nature of the type of work women do has been affected by these cultural processes. For example, when factories first appeared in the 19th Century, certain types of factory work resembling spinning and weaving became associated as women 's work, since women had done th is in their homes. The service occupations of teaching and nursing, likewise, became identified as women 's work , because of the prevailing attitudes that the innate feminine qualities were needed for this type of work. Moreover, the types of jobs held by most women required less skill, training and responsibility.
The fact that education was not deemed a necessity for women at the turn of the century also contributed to the subordinate role of female occupations in American society. Those who advocated education for women were considered to have a strong disregard for the social thinking of the time. Only when women did go to college and graduate in any substantial numbers, did society gradually begin to alter its general opinion of the educated woman. Harold Wilensky, a well-known individual in the sociology of work, has emphasized that it is, in fact, rare to find women in industrial societies occupying positions of dominance. Once the division of labor has been determined biologically and sociologically at some point in time, it becomes institutionalized in social roles and endures."
THE PROCESS OF SOCIALIZATION
Another sociologist, Cynthia Epstein, contends that the socialization process of girls is begun in early infancy and continues through adolescence and adult life. These social definitions, she maintains, are the reasons women, when they do choose a career, select the traditionally female occupations.! And when a woman does decide to go to college, it is not so much for planning a career to which she may become committed, but a fruitful way to spend time prior to an expected marriage.
Research has shown that by second grade children are knowledgeable of a sex difference in occupations.' It has also been found that children tend to place women in specific female occupations and to exclude them from traditional male occupatlons." Another researcher has found that high school students' perceptions of male and female college students who wish to become doctors and nurses are, likewise, stereotypic. In this study, 95 percent of the students surveyed believed women were more likely to become nurses, and 82 percent of the students felt men were more likely to become physicians." That sex role stereotypes are deeply ingrained attitudes in our society was found in a study of college men and women who perceived men as lacking interpersonal sensitivity, warmth and expressiveness in comparison to women; and who saw women as less competent, less independent, less objective and less logical than men.'
PERSISTENCE OF THE LABOR DIVISION BY SEX
The fact that the process of socialization has contributed to the structuring of occupations by sex has been demonstrated in various instances. Gross, using census data from 1900 to 1960, concluded that sexual segregation of occupations has endured for the sixty years included in his study. He suggests that the increasing number of women in the labor market has not meant the disappearance of sex typing in occupations, but has led to the expansion of already female dominated occupations." McNally, on the basis of occupational patterns by sex, contends that women are reconciled to doing the kind of work they have always done. She maintains there is no Occupational Health Nursing, December 1977 evidence of a fast growth of women's employment in traditionally male fields. 9 Waldman and McEaddy state in 1970 just as in 1940, 1950 and 1960 the service industries rank first in the employment of women."
Oppenheimer discusses various reasons which may account for the persistence of a division of labor by sex, and why women are not well utilized in nontraditional female jobs. Traditional societal values regarding sexlinked characteristics contribute. Women's motivation and ability to commit themselves to a career are hampered as their labor participation is geared to the family life cycle. Thus, women oftentimes select jobs in which skill, commitment, geographical mobility, and advancement are not essential for contlnuation."
Hedges does imply that the need for manpower in the elite professions of medicine, engineering and science in the 1970s could provide them with an opportunity to participate in the labor force in heretofore nontraditional ways. She indicates that a satisfactory outcome depends on improved counseling for adequate occupational preparation and "... on the will of women themselves."12
There is limited evidence in the present literature that indicates women are entering predominately male occupations. Blitz, for example, profiles the participation of women in the elite professions. He indicates the proportion of women in these professions reached a peak in the 1930s and declined thereafter, having recovered slightly in the last decade." Parrish contends there is evidence to suggest that rigid stereotyping of the top professions in the United States may well become blurred. He states American women are entering the elite professions in increasing numbers."
In another article, Parrish made the point that a woman's choice of a career is becoming more important than in the past when women were in the labor force only a few years. He cites statistics that indicate women are working a greater percent of their post-education lives. He also indicates that women who are in the labor force tend to have more education now than previously. Therefore, stricter competition for jobs is predicted. These trends would, understandably, have an effect on the occupational patterns of women. Any substantial advances in this direction, however, depend in part on the understanding of counselors involved in the vocational guidance of women. Parrish also notes in this article that changes are occurring in women's occupational choices. But the traditional feminine fields of education and health care remain the primary occupations for women."
The process of women changing occupational preferences is, of course, slow. But as has been discussed, women may of necessity be forced to make other occupational selections because of competition in the labor market. Various factors do, however, contribute to the enduring trends within the occupational realm of women.
Klemmack and Edwards, for example, based their investigations on the idea that the majority of women pursue occupations that are socioemotional, nurturant and person centered. These authors suggested some changes may be occurring in the choice of women for nontraditional professions which are related to variables in their family background. It was also found that the female population the researchers surveyed deemed the three roles of mother, wife and worker as being compatible. 16 Such an outlook does create a unique situation for women in their choice of an occupation as well as impose certain constraints.
One solution to a woman's dilemma of occupational choice is the alternative of a women choosing a feminine field which to pursue. Such a choice lessens the distance between her roles and reduces the contraindications in her self-image.'1 The evaluation of the nursing profession as a feminine field is an example of a profession which women have traditionally entered to maintain congruence with their self-concept.
THE NURSING PROFESSION
Whittaker and Olesen have done a particularly interesting discussion of Florence Nightingale, who is often referred to in the context of the modern nursing profession. The authors examine the image of Florence Nightingale in an historical sense, which presents her with masculine characteristics of aggression and divorcement from home and family. Since these characteristics were not entirely acceptable for women, they tended to remain in history rather than becoming a part of the popular image. On the other hand, the popular image of Florence Nightingale depicts a woman leaving the comforts of her fairly elite life to nurse the men in the Crimean War. This was essentially a culturally worthy act which was quite acceptable for women.'! Thus, the nurturant giving role predominated in nursing.
Muhlenkamp and Parsons have demonstrated in their review of the nursing literature from 1960 to 1970 that nurses, as a group, have continued to share characteristics of submissiveness and dependency. They also found nurses have a high social service interest. The authors emphasize that these characteristics are generally consistent with the female stereotype. They also reviewed studies which looked at various nursing specialties. They indicated there was a tendency for nurses employed in hospitals to be more passive and dependent. Whereas, nurses employed in less structured community settings tended to be more independent and autonomous."
Recent studies seem to indicate some changes are taking place in the nursing profession. In one study asking female nursing graduates to describe themselves, it was found that the nurses' self-concepts differed from previous studies. The nurses in this study descrified themselves as being more aggressive, more assertive and more selfconfident than the norm, and seemed to reject the image of themselves as being timid and suornlsslve."
There is some evidence to suggest that the type of education a nursing student is receiving and the age of an individual may be factors in the changing opinions of 20 nurses. It was found that college-educated nursing students tended to be more autonomous and independent in their decision making than the student prepared in shorter length nursing proqrarns." In another study, it was found that the older age (24 to 26 years) students who had the most formal and informal nursing experience saw the nursing profession as highly positive and active."
In addition, Smith reports on the changing directions of some students toward nursing as a career. Her account of students seeking their second undergraduate degree, this time in nursing, reviews the characteristics of the candidates. Not only do these students have a service interest, but they are also concerned about the marketability of their skills. The typical profile of these students was that of an older student, firmly committed to professional goals and seriously considering further education beyond a bachelor's degree in nursing. 23 Perhaps these nursing trends, which parallel the present women's movement into the elite professions, are an indication that more women may become committed to the feminine career of nursing. And in so doing, the nursing career may not be just a place which an individual enters to seek a viable combination of the conflicting roles of companion, sexual partner and mother.
The nursing profession may provide an opportunity for women to reject the traditional ideology of female submissiveness. As nurses continue . to have increasingly positive opinions of themselves as capable, independent practitioners who are in the labor force more permanently, there may be more opportunity for nurses to be instrumental in changing the quality of health care delivery.
SUMMARY
It must be recognized that the present situation in nursing is still hampered by obstacles. Bonnie Bullough cites the example of the nurse practitioner movement, which would be one way of nurses actively affecting change in the health care delivery system, as a situation which has been impeded by the established tradition of segregation by sex in medicine and nursing. This nurse sociologist indicates the exploitive atmosphere of hospital training schools that has created the dominance-submissive patterns of interactions which still continue to exist between physicians and nurses. Such traditions remain obstacles to the full use of the talents of both professional groups within the health care system."
In summary, it has been shown that trends related to women's roles in the general occupational structure are paralleled by trends within the nursing profession. It seems to be that women are entering the elite professions in somewhat greater numbers, and are being recognized as a group with contributions to make to society. At the same time, the nursing profession is attempting to change its self-image from one of dependence and inaction to that of a profession capable of initiating changes in the health care system. With continued involvement of nurses and women in active educational processes, we may see steady changes in the societal conditions which contribute to the enduring trends in both occupational realms.
